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Part 1:
Introduction to 
the Field Guide



Introduction

What is the Mutual Inclusion 
Field Guide and who is it for?

This Field Guide is a roadmap for 
innovators and changemakers looking 
to create new housing initiatives that 
foster empathy, community, and 
belonging. This resource is not for 
people looking to realize the “same 
old” types of development, but for 
those who want to push the 
boundaries on what mutual inclusion 
could look like in communities where 
people with developmental 
disabilities and/or medical 
complexities live.

This practical resource is meant to be 
a source of inspiration to help groups 
infuse the concept of mutual 
inclusion into their projects. The 
mutual inclusion principles outline 
ways for housing developers, 
community-builders, neighbourhood 
groups, support service agencies, and 
the people they serve to come 
together around housing and place-
making projects. Through the mutual 
inclusion framework, shared spaces, 
collaborative programming, and other 
initiatives can be co-created for the 
benefit of all.

The Field Guide also offers steps and 
tools to enable the creation of 
community-based projects that build 
in opportunities for people with 
disabilities and others in the 
neighbourhood to meet and interact 
with one another. It introduces ways 
for community stakeholders and 
organizations supporting individuals to 
share responsibilities around fostering 
inclusion by initiating conversations, 
sharing ideas, and taking on new roles.

We hope the use of this guide results 
in more intentional and diverse 
housing that goes beyond fulfilling 
basic needs – enabling individuals with 
developmental disabilities and/or 
medical complexities to socialize and 
play, share and learn, nourish and 
grow, celebrate and live in ways they 
desire within communities.
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This Field Guide is just the beginning 
of exploring mutual inclusion as an 
approach to housing. The concept, 
principles, and processes may evolve 
over time through further research, 
piloting, and testing of ideas. 

N O T E



How was this Field Guide 
created?

The Mutual Inclusion Field Guide is a 
product of the National Housing 
Strategy Solutions Lab entitled 
“Affordable Housing for Mutual 
Inclusion: Options for Individuals with 
Developmental Disabilities + Medical 
Complexities”, an 18-month 
collaborative initiative led by Reena in 
partnership with Safehaven and SHS 
Consulting. 

A wide range of stakeholders and 
organizations participated in focus 
groups, workshops, meetings, 
interactive exercises, and interviews, 
which informed the content of the 
Field Guide. Participants included 
people supported by Reena and 
Safehaven, private and non-profit 
sector developers and housing 
providers, support service agencies, 
neighbourhood groups, and other 
community members in Toronto and 
York Region.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

How can you use this Field 
Guide?

The Field Guide can be used at any 
phase of the real estate development 
process, whether you are in the early 
stages, conceiving of the vision for 
your project and undertaking 
feasibility studies, or working on an 
initiative that is further along into the 
pre-development and development 
phases. This resource can help you 
bring in new partners or collaborators 
and think differently about what your 
project can offer.

This guide can also be used to 
reimagine housing already in 
operation—it is never too late to infuse 
mutual inclusion into existing spaces 
to enhance community connection.

Whether you are involved in housing or 
simply interested in learning about the 
concept of mutual inclusion, we hope 
this guide leads to rich conversations 
about what the future of inclusive 
housing and communities could look 
like. 
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Part 2:
What is Mutual 

Inclusion?



Mutual Inclusion

A Collaborative, Socially-Minded 
Approach to Housing
Mutual inclusion in housing means 
thinking about how a real estate 
development, and the residents that live 
in it, relate to the wider community in 
which it’s situated. It involves bringing 
together place-based stakeholders to 
intentionally create opportunities for 
people to meet, engage, and interact with 
each other, leading to mutual benefits 
over time.

What makes mutual inclusion different 
from traditional approaches to inclusion 
is the shift away from the mentality that 
support service agencies always need to 
take the initiative to ensure the people 
they serve are included in broader 
society. Instead, it proposes a more 
multi-directional approach to inclusion 
that involves shared efforts between 
housing developers, agencies, 
community groups, and individuals 
themselves to build and maintain 
connections.

Designing for Social Change

We see potential for mutual inclusion as a 
concept to have significant impact within 
the housing system by:

• Showing community stakeholders the 
value this kind of real estate 
development can bring to their 
community, leading to more support 
and participation, while reducing fears 
about change.

• Enticing more private and non-profit 
developers to create housing in this 
collaborative way, focusing on 
designing for inclusion and other 
desired experiences.

• Changing building standards to be 
more person- and community-
centred, with governments supporting 
and prioritizing this type of 
development.
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Mutual inclusion refers to an 
ongoing, reciprocal process 
where housing providers, 
members of a community, and 
individuals all play a role in 
initiating connections and 
contributing to social outcomes. 

O U R  D E F I N I T I O N



A B O U T
Design principles are instructions or pieces 
of advice to help you infuse mutual inclusion 
into your new or existing real estate 
initiative. 

These starting design principles represent 
the accumulated wisdom of the Solutions 
Lab team, drawn from participants such as 
people supported by Reena and Safehaven, 
private and non-profit housing developers, 
members of Intentional Community 
Consortium, and other stakeholders. 

Design for and with lived experts. 
Prioritize and involve people living 
with developmental disabilities 
and/or medical complexities (with 
those who support them) along the 
process of designing for mutual 
inclusion.

Create place-based solutions. 
Ground initiatives in the uniqueness 
of the community context, allowing 
the project to evolve out of place-
based needs and desires. 

Engage the community early as 
collaborators. Identify and bring 
community stakeholders (e.g., 
community groups, local 
organizations, businesses, 
neighbours) into the conversation, as 
early as possible.

Emphasize trust, collaboration, and 
reciprocity. Build trust between 
stakeholders by collaborating openly 
and looking at creating mutual 
benefits through new roles, assets, 
and contributions.

1
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Extend the boundaries of home. 
Create a vision of “home” for people 
that goes beyond the residence and 
into the wider neighbourhood. 

The visible enhances the invisible. 
Mutual inclusion involves the 
intentional design of visible 
physical spaces and programs that 
promote invisible, subjective 
experiences of belonging.

Create a system of interactions.  
Think about including different 
points (e.g., physical spaces, 
programs, events) that could bring 
people together in intentional ways.

Be flexible and adaptable. Mutual 
inclusion applies to different 
models and scales of housing; 
initiatives may also evolve over 
time based on shifts in needs and 
behaviours (e.g., as people age).

U S E
Use these eight design principles to help 
generate new ideas or evaluate existing 
ideas. For example, ask questions such as:

• Using the principles to generate ideas: 
“How might we design for and with lived 
experts to create place-based housing 
solutions?”

• Using a principle to evaluate an idea: 
“Did we prioritize the needs and desires 
of the people we serve in this solution?”

Design Principles
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Having choices in where I live, how I live, what I do 
(for work and fun) and what my supports look like

Having freedom to go places and explore new 
things

Being able to set and meet my goals

Being able to meet and socialize with people 
spontaneously and through programmed 
activities

Feeling supported by friends and neighbours

Being able to contribute and participate in my 
community based on my strengths and interests

People with developmental 
disabilities and medical complexities

A B O U T
Desired outcomes help ground your mutual 
inclusion work in purpose and help make the 
goals for your initiative more concrete. 
Together with the design principles, desired 
outcomes reflect the interests, needs, and 
desires of the people you hope will benefit 
from mutual inclusion (e.g., residents and 
wider community members). These 
outcomes illustrate “why” what you’re doing 
is important and what you are trying to 
achieve.

U S E
Before generating new ideas for mutual 
inclusion, craft your desired outcomes with 
community members, organizations (e.g., 
housing providers, developers, and community 
organizations), and people with developmental 
disabilities and/or medical complexities . 

See below for some of the key desired 
outcomes that we heard from stakeholders in 
the Lab. To learn more about how to host your 
own conversations about desired outcomes, 
see the “Contextualize” section of this Field 
Guide.

Being included in consultations

Seeing that the developer is aware of and 
cares about the local community context

Collaborating on shared priorities and 
working towards common goals (e.g., 
providing affordable housing, bringing new 
services and programming to the 
neighbourhood)

Gaining new community “destinations” and 
social infrastructure

Increasing civic engagement 

Welcoming people with disabilities into the 
community and understanding how to be 
allies

Community Members

Creating more housing suitable for the people we serve, 
who have diverse needs and desires

Collaborating on housing projects with likeminded 
partners

Engaging people we serve in the development of housing 
and services, as well as involving them in the delivery of 
programs

Fostering relationships with neighbours and being seen as 
an asset in the community

Having residents become ambassadors to the broader 
community, increasing advocacy and education about 
developmental disabilities and medical complexities

Organizations
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Desired Outcomes
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Mutual inclusion can happen through several pathways, including…

Pathways to Mutual Inclusion in Housing
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A B O U T
Mutual inclusion can take place at the level 
of one’s private home, building, or in the 
broader neighbourhood. This framework 
provides five potential pathways or 
approaches to fostering mutual inclusion in 
housing and communities. While specific 
initiatives should be place-based, anchored 
in the unique needs and desires of the 
community, these pathways are broad ideas 
to get you started.

U S E
Use these five pathways as prompts to 
generate new ideas for mutual inclusion in 
your housing development or community. 
These ideas can range from physical spaces 
to programs, services, and experiences. 

Please note that these are not the only 
potential pathways to fostering mutual 
inclusion, but they represent some of the key 
themes that stood out in our engagements.

Creating opportunities for skill- and passion-sharing between 
residents and others in their community can be a promising 
approach to fostering mutual inclusion.

This could include connecting residents and other community 
members around common interests, hobbies, and skills (e.g., 
bike repair, electronics, music, cooking) or working with 
residents with developmental disabilities and/or medical 
complexities to find unique ways for them to contribute to their 
community. These opportunities should be aimed at supporting 
people to share their strengths and explore potential interests. 

Creating opportunities for socialization and play can enable 
individuals with developmental disabilities and/or medical 
complexities and community members to become more familiar 
and comfortable with each other while engaging in different 
activities. For instance, shared spaces such as a 
recreational room, gym, swimming pool, community meeting 
space, or communal laundry facility, can lead to spontaneous 
meetings and interactions.

This pathway is also an opportunity to create new assets and 
destinations in the neighbourhood of your development project. 
In this way, housing developers engage with and invest in the 
community, which can in turn reduce NIMBY-ism and opposition.

P L A Y

S H A R E
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Creating opportunities for residents and neighbours to grow, 
share, cook, and eat food together can be a powerful pathway 
to mutual inclusion. 

Connecting housing to programs and services around food 
benefits both residents and the local community. This might 
include creating gardens and farms where community members 
and residents grow food together. The food that is grown can 
then be shared through events, restaurants, or farmers markets, 
with opportunities to establish social enterprises, as well as 
support local food security and resiliency. 

All of the above pathways to mutual inclusion impact where and 
how we live. Naturally, the final pathway included in the guide is 
to imagine innovative forms of housing and living 
arrangements that bring residents and community members 
together. The location, housing form, integration of mixed-use 
spaces, and mix of residents can be intentionally designed to 
create opportunities for mutual inclusion, while catering to the 
particular needs of residents with developmental disabilities 
and/or medical complexities.

Having diverse housing options to choose from is important to 
meet the different needs and preferences of people with 
developmental disabilities and medical complexities. 
Developers who are not already considering housing design and 
suitability for people with developmental disabilities and/or 
medical complexities can use this pathway as a prompt to find 
ways to include housing for these individuals in their projects.

P A T H W A Y S  T O  M U T U A L  I N C L U S I O N  I N  H O U S I N G

Similar to the notion of connecting through food and 
nourishment, mutual inclusion can be achieved through 
designing new programs, initiatives, or housing models that 
encourage people to celebrate and express their cultures and 
values. This expression could include celebrating faith-based or 
cultural holidays together, sharing traditional meals, learning 
about each other’s practices and traditions, and creating spaces 
for culturally-specific uses.

N O U R I S H

C E L E B R A T E

L I V E



Part 3:
Designing for 

Mutual Inclusion
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Process Overview

The first step of designing 
housing for mutual inclusion is to 
get to know the context of the 
place (the people, cultures and 
physical form). 

Mutual inclusion intends to 
create a custom-fit (as opposed 
to a one-size-fits-all) housing 
intervention that is responsive to 
the community's unique stories 
and needs.

The types of activities you might 
undertake in this phase include:

• Hosting meetings to build 
relationships with local 
community groups

• Listening to and building 
empathy with people with 
developmental disabilities 
and medical complexities 
(“lived experts”), neighbours, 
and other community 
organizations

• Building success criteria with 
the community based on local 
needs and desires

• Setting a collective intention 
for mutual inclusion

The spirit of co-design is to not 
simply design for, but design 
with people. You can invite lived 
experts and community 
members into a co-design 
process that impacts the built 
form of the building (e.g., a 
shared recreational space), as 
well as the creation of programs 
that bring community and 
residents together. 

The co-design process is central 
to the concept of mutual 
inclusion. The types of activities 
you might undertake in this 
phase include:

• Ideation workshops to 
generate ideas for mutual 
inclusion at any stage of the 
housing development 
process

• Prioritization and refinement 
of ideas 

• Prototype workshops to bring 
ideas to life and identify 
opportunities and barriers for 
implementation 

This final phase involves working 
together to implement, evaluate, 
and iterate upon your mutual 
inclusion initiative.

This step could involve launching 
a small-scale pilot or fully 
implementing a new housing 
development, program, service, 
or community initiative. 
Throughout the implementation 
process, lessons learned should 
be documented, contributing to 
the community of practice 
around mutual inclusion.

This page provides an overview of the collaborative process we propose to design for mutual 
inclusion. This process includes three steps with specific tools to help introduce different 
approaches to designing with neighbourhood stakeholders and people with developmental 
disabilities and medical complexities.

S T E P  1

Contextualize.

S T E P  2

Co-Design.

S T E P  3

Cultivate.
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Mutual Inclusion in Housing Development

How can this process fit in to 
your housing development 
project?

Part of the effort to build this Mutual 
Inclusion Field Guide involved testing the 
principles, concepts, and tools with 
different groups and organizations at 
various stages of the housing 
development process.

Infusing mutual inclusion should ideally 
start at the beginning of a new housing or 
community development project (i.e., 
when you are in the initial visioning and 
feasibility phase). By applying these tools 
and approaches early on, you plant the 
seeds and build relationships with a 
diverse range of stakeholder groups who 
are more likely to be engaged in the work 
as it progresses.

When a development project is already 
underway, it can be more difficult to pivot 
to bring in the mindsets and diverse 
stakeholders needed for mutual 
inclusion. Yet, with a committed team 
and a spirit for innovation, the tools in 
this Field Guide can still be helpful for 
projects in the pre-development, 
development, or operation phases. What 
might change are the ways mutual 
inclusion can be integrated. For instance, 
it may be more challenging to add a new 
space for a specific activity; however, 
new programming, services, or building 
features could be incorporated into 
existing structures to foster mutual 
inclusion. 

On the other hand, bringing mutual 
inclusion initiatives into housing that 
already exists may benefit from existing 
relationships between residents, the 
housing provider, and neighbours that 
can be leveraged to create innovation.

No matter where you are in the housing 
development process, there is 
opportunity to apply mutual inclusion.



Infusing Mutual Inclusion
In the feasibility phase, designing 
for mutual inclusion could 
include:
• Research on the community 

context
• Early community outreach 

and conversations with 
neighbourhood groups

• Engagement with people with 
lived experience to learn 
about their needs and bring 
them into a collaborative 
process

Infusing Mutual Inclusion
In the pre-development phase, 
designing for mutual inclusion 
could include:
• Co-designing with key 

stakeholders and community 
partners

• Imbedding considerations for 
mutual inclusion into the 
planning and pro formas

• Engaging the broader 
community for input

• Facilitating opportunities for 
existing community members 
and future residents to get to 
know each other

Barriers and Opportunities
During this phase, you may 
encounter barriers such as 
NIMBY-ism from the community, 
lack of awareness about your 
organization or project, or a 
sense of fear of the unknown. 

Use this moment to build 
awareness about your project 
and start an ongoing 
conversation with the community 
to find your champions who will 
help get people excited about 
your initiative. 

Barriers and Opportunities
During this phase, you may 
encounter barriers such as lack 
of alignment and knowledge 
gaps. In addition, the community 
may not yet see the value in 
participating.

To overcome these barriers, 
bring people together around 
common issues and desires. 
Communicate the value of 
contributing to place-making and 
the potential outcomes of this 
work. Continue to work on 
building relationships and trust.
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Sample Development Process

A B O U T
This page provides an overview of what it 
could look like to infuse mutual inclusion 
into each phase of the housing development 
process, beginning with feasibility. 

U S E
Use this sample development process to 
plan activities that could help integrate 
mutual inclusion into your housing project.
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Potential Activities
The following activities could be 
considered as part of this phase:
• Place-based research such 

as a tour of the 
neighbourhood or taking 
stock of social, cultural, 
financial, and human assets 
in the community

• Community engagement 
activities such as visioning 
workshops, interviews, and 
discussions around desired 
outcomes

Potential Activities
The following activities could be 
considered as part of this phase:
• Co-design with key 

stakeholders by creating a 
place-based “mutual inclusion 
team” comprised of staff, 
community representatives, 
and future residents with 
developmental disabilities 
and medical complexities

• A workshop that builds on  
the pathways to mutual 
inclusion to generate novel 
ways to foster mutual 
inclusion in the context of 
your project

F E A S I B I L I T Y

P R E - D E V E L O P M E N T



Infusing Mutual Inclusion
In the development phase, 
designing for mutual inclusion 
could include:
• Keeping the community 

engaged and updated on the 
development

Barriers and Opportunities
During this phase, some site-
specific concerns might arise.

Leverage your relationships and 
the community support you 
fostered earlier in the process to 
stay true to your compelling story 
and vision for your project.

Barriers and Opportunities
During this phase, there may be 
concerns with sustainable 
funding and operations. Some 
stakeholders who originally 
participated in the process may 
no longer be involved and new 
stakeholders may need to be 
onboarded.

To continue the work, new roles 
such as a ”Mutual Inclusion 
Steward” may need to be 
introduced to ensure 
maintenance and uptake of 
programming or initiatives.
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Infusing Mutual Inclusion
In the operation phase, designing 
for mutual inclusion could 
include:
• Maintaining environments 

where community members 
and residents interact 

• Running programs and events 
that intentionally bring 
community members and 
residents together 

S A M P L E  D E V E L O P M E N T  P R O C E S S
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Potential Activities
The following activities could be 
considered as part of this phase:
• Initiate shared roles and 

responsibilities with 
community  stakeholders, 
like creating committees or 
groups that are responsible 
for running certain programs 
and maintaining spaces for 
continued use by residents 
and other community 
members

Potential Activities
The following activities could be 
considered as part of this phase:
• Maintain open 

communication channels 
with the community via 
newsletters, community 
postings, or events

D E V E L O P M E N T

O P E R A T I O N



The first step in designing housing for 
mutual inclusion is to get to know the 
context of the place (the people, cultures 
and physical form). 

Mutual inclusion intends to create a 
custom-fit (as opposed to a one-size-
fits-all) housing or community 
development initiative that adds value by 
being responsive to the community's 
unique stories and needs. 

Investing time and energy into getting to 
know and building relationships with 
place will help you understand the 
context in which you will bring people 
together to design for mutual inclusion. 
This context informs the design of 
buildings, environments, and interactions 
that cultivate the experience of mutual 
inclusion and belonging between 
residents with developmental disabilities 
and/or medical complexities and the 
wider community. 

Our definition of place includes three 
contexts:

1. The people that live, work and play in 
the place;

2. The cultures and identities that define 
community; and 

3. The physical form of the 
neighbourhood, including natural and 
built components.
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Placemaking begins with citizens working together to improve their local 
environment. More than just promoting better urban design, placemaking 
facilitates creative patterns of use, paying particular attention to the physical, 
cultural, and social identities that define a place and support its ongoing 
evolution. This inclusive process emphasizes the collaborative ‘making’ that 
builds local capacity and leadership to empower communities. 

– Co*Lab and Project for Public Spaces

“
”

Step 1: Contextualize

Create place-based solutions. 
Ground initiatives in the uniqueness 
of the community context, allowing 
the project to evolve out of place-
based needs and desires.

2

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K

Why are context and place 
important to mutual inclusion? 

What do we mean by “place”? 
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S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E

To co-design for mutual inclusion, it’s 
important to involve three key 
stakeholder in your engagement process. 
Understanding these groups’ 
perspectives, desires, and needs is a 
critical first step. 

Different engagement tools, methods, 
and approaches can be used for each 
group.  We also recommend bringing all 
of these perspectives into “one room” on 
at least one occasion in your process.

Lived experts

“Lived experts” are people with lived 
experience of developmental disabilities 
and/or medical complexities, along with 
their family members and others who 
support them.

Neighbourhood

Neighbourhood stakeholders include 
individuals who live near your proposed 
mutual inclusion site, local businesses, 
and community organizations (e.g., 
Business Improvement Areas (BIAs), faith 
groups, ratepayer associations, etc.). 
This stakeholder group can also include 
other real estate developers looking to 
build a new project in the area. 

Housing and service providers

This stakeholder group includes the 
housing developer and/or organization(s) 
providing housing and/or supports to 
residents with developmental disabilities 
and/or medical complexities.

Creating a place-based 
engagement strategy 

Traditionally, we have relied on housing 
and service providers supporting people 
to initiate engagements and 
conversations around social inclusion. 

This Field Guide proposes that any of the 
three key stakeholder groups (or others) 
could initiate efforts to foster mutual 
inclusion, whether working on a real 
estate or community development 
project.

What makes this approach different 
from traditional “engagement” or even 
a typical co-design exercise?



Lines of Inquiry
Some key lines of inquiry when engaging 
with lived experts could include: 

• What is the current housing context 
experienced by people with 
developmental disabilities and 
medical complexities?
• What are the challenges and 

opportunities from their 
perspective? 

• What are their housing needs and 
desires? 

• What might successful mutual 
inclusion look and feel like to them?
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S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E

Design for and with lived experts. 
Prioritize and involve people living with 
developmental disabilities and/or medical 
complexities (with those who support 
them) along the process of designing for 
mutual inclusion.

1

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K

Understanding and empathizing with the 
people for whom we want to create new 
housing solutions is crucial. Lived experts 
may be supported by their family 
members and support workers to 
articulate and express their experiences, 
needs, and desires around housing and 
mutual inclusion.

Too often, new ideas are created based 
on assumptions about what the people 
we aim to serve are seeking. An 
engagement strategy around mutual 
inclusion should invite lived experts to 
engage in meaningful ways, leading to 
human-centred housing and community 
development solutions.

Building empathy with people 
with developmental disabilities 
and medical complexities

E N G A G I N G  W I T H  L I V E D  
E X P E R T S

Meeting lived experts “where 
they are at”

A fundamental approach to keep in mind 
is “meeting lived experts where they are at.” 
This typically involves offering diverse 
engagement channels, methods, and 
techniques to best suit their preferences. 
Some participants might want to meet in 
person, virtually (via computer, phone, or 
tablet), or not at all. Some might prefer to 
speak alone, with friends, or with support 
from their family members or support 
worker.

The following pages include tools and 
methods of engagement with lived 
experts that you could employ:

Interviews with people with 
lived experience who might be 
accompanied by a support 
worker or family member
 
Design probes for participants to 
share their hopes around housing 
and community belonging

Needs and Desires Canvas and 
Success Criteria to turn insights 
into a set of desired outcomes
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6. Have you lived anywhere else? If so, 
could you tell us about those places?

7. Are you in your perfect home? Why 
or why not?

Your desired housing and community (30 
minutes)

Sample questions and prompts:

8. What are your goals for your housing 
in the future? 
• Are you planning to move?
• If so, when? 

9. How would your dream home be 
different from where you live right 
now?
• How would it make you feel to move 

into your dream home?

10. Is it important to you to feel like you 
are included in the neighbourhood 
where you live? 
• What does that mean and look like to 

you?

11. Is it important to you to feel like you 
belong in the neighbourhood where 
you live? 
• What does that mean and look like to 

you?

Where you live (30 minutes)

Sample questions and prompts:

1. Could you talk about (or show us) 
your home?

2. What do you like about where you 
live?
• Your home?
• Where it’s located?
• Your community or neighbourhood?

3. Who are the people you see in your 
community?
• Tell us about who you see and talk to.
• Do you see them often? 
• When and where do you see them?

4. Have you made a new friend in your 
neighbourhood?
• If so, how did you meet that person? 
• Do you spend time together now? 
• Tell us about what you do together.

5. Do you have any supports where you 
are currently living?
• Staff supports?
• Support from family members or 

friends?
• Informal help and support from 

neighbours and people in the 
community?

S A M P L E  I N T E R V I E W  G U I D E

Lived Expert Interview
S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E

A B O U T
A straightforward way to engage with lived 
experts is through a casual conversation. 
Speak with people to learn about where they 
live today, their community interactions, and 
their hopes and dreams for the future.

U S E
Below is a sample interview guide that can 
prompt lived experts to share more about their 
home and community. Use these questions as a 
starting point and allow the people you are 
speaking with to introduce new topics that are 
important to them. Be mindful that people with 
developmental disabilities and medical 
complexities may have different ways of 
communicating; adapt questions as needed.
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S A M P L E  W O R K B O O K  E X E R C I S E S

Lived Expert Design Probes
M

U
T

U
A

L
 I

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N
 T

O
O

L

A B O U T
Besides interviews, you can engage with  
lived experts through creative exercises 
where they can write and/or draw to 
communicate their experiences. Workbooks 
and one-page exercises can be printed out 
and delivered to people where they live.

U S E
Have people fill out these exercises during 
an interview or workshop, or ask 
participants to fill them out in their own 
time. Completing exercises at home gives 
people the opportunity to work at their own 
pace, with the support (e.g. from a family 
member or support worker) that they want 
or need.

What makes you feel like you belong where you live?

When I 
belong, I am 
hearing… 

When I 
belong, I am 
seeing…

When I belong, I am saying and doing… 

When I belong, I am thinking… 

When I belong

       I am feeling… 

What does your dream home and community look like?

What do you do 
for fun? 

(activities, 
hobbies)

What do you do for 
work? (job, 

volunteering, 
studying)

What do you do to help 
your community?

What do people in 
your community help 

you with?

How do you 
meet new 
people?

S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E
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Visible Invisible

Home

Building

Neighbourhood

Our housing needs and desires can also 
be expressed through what is visible and 
invisible: 

• The visible needs could include 
physical spaces and regular programs

“I wish I had an outdoor park space where I 
can hang out with my friends.”  

• The invisible needs include qualitive 
and felt experiences 

“I wish I could chat with people about 
what's going on the world and feel like I'm 
a part of the community.” 
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Framing Needs and Desires

Extend the boundaries of home. 
Create a vision of “home” for people 
that goes beyond the residence and 
into the wider neighbourhood. 

5

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R KABOUT
Another way to get to know the needs and 
desires of lived experts is to prompt them to 
discuss the three ”layers” impacting their 
living environments and wellbeing:

• Home: The place that the individual sees 
as their “personal space” (e.g. their room 
or apartment)

• Building: The shared spaces where 
people interact with other residents, 
staff, and people who are invited to enter 
(i.e., communal areas within the building)

• Neighbourhood: The surrounding 
community that an individual can easily 
travel within, where they may interact 
with businesses, neighbours, and people 
passing by

USE
The image below provides a framework you 
can use to sort, find patterns, and derive 
meaning from the information gathered 
through the lived expert interviews and 
design probes. Flip to the next page to see 
an example of this tool at work.

S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E
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24

Visible Invisible

Home

Building

Neighbourhood

Different housing 
options and forms

Work and 

volunteering 

opportunities

Pride and 
ownership

Supports and 
accessible 
features Independence

Relaxed and in 
control

Accessible 
layout

Programs and 
services

Recreational 
and social 
spaces

Outdoor 
and 
natural 
spaces

Friendly 
relationships 
with neighbours

Casual spaces 
to interact 
with people 
(e.g. coffee 
shops)

Transportation, 
accessible 
pathways

Naturally 
occurring 
interactions

Sense of 
familiarity

Sense of 
belonging

Sense of purpose and contribution

Activities and 
outings

Meaningful 
relationships 

Mutual 
support

Fun and 
enjoyment

Safety and 
comfort

Option for  
roommates

Choice

Freedom and 
confidence to 
explore

Learning 

and 

pursuing 

interests

Conversations

S A M P L E  N E E D S - T O - S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A  M A P P I N G
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Success Criteria

ABOUT
Success criteria act as design instructions 
or indicators of meeting desired outcomes. 
These criteria should reflect the 
perspectives, needs, and desires of key 
stakeholders you engage with.

These success criteria can also be used as a 
framework from which new housing or 
community development initiatives for 
people with developmental disabilities and 
medical complexities may be generated in 
the ”Co-Design” phase.

USE
Review the insights you gathered through 
your interviews, design probes, and framing 
needs and desires exercise. From those 
sources of information, translate the key 
themes into achievable outcomes. The 
image below shows some examples of 
success criteria.

Moving forward, your success criteria can be 
used to either evaluate ideas or generate 
new ones.

q Having choices in where I live, 
how I live, what I do (for work 
and fun) and what my supports 
look like

q Having freedom to go places 
and explore new things

q Being able to set and meet my 
goals

q Being able to meet and 
socialize with people 
spontaneously and through 
programmed activities

q Feeling supported by friends 
and neighbours

q Being able to contribute and 
participate in my community 
based on my strengths and 
interests

What does success look like 
for lived experts?

translates into

S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E



Lines of Inquiry
Some key lines of inquiry when engaging with 
community members might be: 

• What are the current perspectives and 
experiences of place-based community 
stakeholders around interacting with 
people with developmental disabilities and 
medical complexities? 

• What are possible barriers to 
interactions and relationships? 

• What are potential enablers? 

• What do they wish they had more of in 
their neighbourhood? What would add 
value or fulfill a need?
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From consultation with community 
members, a significant challenge related 
to fostering mutual inclusion is the 
potential of opposition from some 
community members. 

Identifying and engaging key influencers 
in the community is an important tactic to 
help understand the neighbourhood 
context and identify potential roadblocks. 
These early engagements also forge the 
path for community stakeholders to 
become future champions and 
collaborators who support and are 
invested in your mutual inclusion 
initiative. It is important to remember that 
building trust with the community is a 
long-term process. 

The following page contains a tool to help 
you engage with neighbourhood 
perspectives:

Community mapping interviews 
with local community members

Community stakeholders’ perspectives 
can also be synthesized into a set of 
success criteria (described on page 24).

S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E

Engage the community early as 
collaborators. Identify and bring 
community stakeholders (e.g., 
community groups, local 
organizations, businesses, 
neighbours) into the conversation, as 
early as possible.

3

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K

One of the first steps of developing an 
engagement strategy with place-based 
stakeholders is determining who should 
be at the table. The people you engage 
with will be different for every location. 
Generally, this group may include:

• Neighbouring residents
• Resident groups
• Cultural communities
• Arts and culture organizations
• Non-profit organizations and agencies
• Community housing providers
• Small and large local businesses
• Business Improvement Areas (BIAs)
• Ratepayer associations
• Schools
• Faith-based institutions

Empathizing with local 
community members and 
organizations

E N G A G I N G  W I T H  T H E  
N E I G H B O U R H O O D

Build and invest in trust early
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Understanding Mutual Inclusion in Housing

1. Have you interacted with people with 
developmental disabilities and/or medical 
complexities in your community? Could you 
describe those experiences?

2. What are some existing places in the 
community where social interactions between 
people with developmental disabilities and/or 
medical complexities and the wider 
neighbourhood could take place? 

2. How could the design of future housing and 
community spaces help enhance the social 
fabric of the community?

3. What are potential barriers and risks that we 
should be aware of when designing to foster 
inclusion between people with developmental 
disabilities and/or medical complexities and 
the wider neighbourhood? 

4. Suppose future housing options for people 
with developmental disabilities and/or medical 
complexities were designed to “invite” the 
broader community in. What might those 
spaces or experiences look like? 

5. Suppose future housing options for people 
with developmental disabilities and/or medical 
complexities were created “with” the 
community in which they would be located. 
What might those consultations or 
conversations look like? Who should be 
involved? 

S A M P L E  C O M M U N I T Y  I N T E R V I E W  
Q U E S T I O N S
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Community Mapping Interviews

ABOUT
One of the first modes of engagement could 
be hosting conversations and interviews 
with community members. This can happen 
by first connecting with a key local 
organization (such as a community group or 
the BIA) that is trusted, recognized and well-
connected in the neighbourhood. 

Investing in building relationship with a key 
community group can be a good starting 
point to understand the place-based 
context and needs of the community, as well 
was begin mapping the key stakeholders of 
influence. The community map might 
include businesses, schools, libraries, and 
cultural organizations that are central to the 
neighbourhood.

From here, you can begin to conduct 
“snowball sampling”, a method whereby you 
recruit the next community stakeholder by 
asking the interviewee who else might be 
best or most relevant to connect with. From 
there, you begin to build a map of 
community perspectives.

USE
You might connect with community 
stakeholders by attending existing meetings 
or community events (e.g. street festivals) 
or purposely invite them into an 
engagement. It can be helpful to shared 
information with community stakeholders 
about who you are, what you do, and what 
you’re hoping to accomplish in the specific 
community (e.g., introduction to mutual 
inclusion).

S T E P  1 :  C O N T E X T U A L I Z E
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Step 2: Co-Design

Phase 1: 
Ideation and 

Development

Phase 2: 
Prototyping and 

Roadmap

Divergence 
(going wide)

Convergence 
(narrowing in)

Emphasize trust, collaboration, and 
reciprocity. Build trust between 
stakeholders by collaborating openly 
and looking at creating mutual 
benefits through new roles, assets, 
and contributions.

4

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K

The spirit of co-design is not simply to design 
for, but design with the people that you seek 
to serve. You may invite lived experts and 
community members into a co-design 
process that impacts the built form of a 
building or space, as well as the creation of 
programs that bring community and 
residents together. 

Mutual inclusion is an opportunity to not 
simply understand the needs and desires of 
your key stakeholders, but invite them into 
the process of creating and developing the 
housing solutions and interventions that will 
impact them and their community.

The process of co-design not only 
strengthens place-based relationships 
through trust and reciprocity but also 
enhances the innovative and creative 
potential of what can be created with all the 
stakeholders involved. The interventions and 
solutions that are co-created should be 
desired by all the stakeholders impacted and 
include potential roles and contributions for 
each actor.

In this section, we share tools and methods 
for a co-design process of designing for 
mutual inclusion that follows these phases:

Why is co-design important to 
mutual inclusion? 

One of the first steps is to convene a multi-
stakeholder ”mutual inclusion” working group 
or team. We recommend forming a small team 
(6 to 10 people) of committed stakeholders, 
convened by the lead organization (e.g., the 
developer, housing or program provider), and 
then inviting other participants into the 
process at various points. The team should 
include: 

• Lived experts (people with developmental 
disabilities and/or medical complexities, 
their family members and support workers)

• Place-based community stakeholders 
(local community groups, BIAs, community 
leaders, etc.) 

Other mutual inclusion stakeholders might 
include: 

• Local policy-makers and politicians (e.g., 
municipal councilors, civil servants in urban 
planning, parks and recreation, etc.)

• Subject matter experts that are relevant 
to the potential housing and community 
development initiatives (e.g., if a food-
related pathway to mutual inclusion is 
being considered, local food groups or 
farmers could be invited in)

Convening a place-based 
“mutual inclusion” team 



Lines of Inquiry
Key lines of inquiry in the ideation and 
development workshops might be: 

• What are the potential ideas and solutions 
that can lead to mutual inclusion?

• How do we refine and prioritize the 
solutions that we want? 
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The phase of ideation and development is 
one of divergence - going wide and 
generating many possible ideas. It is 
important to create a container that 
encourages participants to focus on 
possibility rather than constraints. This 
means bringing a mindset of “yes, and…” 
rather than “yeah, but…”  to the 
conversation.  

The focus here is to generate from a lens of 
what would be desirable for our community. 

The following pages includes tools and 
approaches to support the co-design 
process:

Pathways to Mutual Inclusion: we 
created five potential pathways to 
mutual inclusion that can be used 
as starting points when generating 
ideas

Group ideation canvas for 
participants to share and work 
together on ideas to foster mutual 
inclusion

S T E P  2 :  C O - D E S I G N

Create a system of interactions. 
Think about including different points 
(e.g., physical spaces, programs, 
events) that could bring people 
together in intentional ways.

7

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K

The place-based mutual inclusion team could 
be invited to participate in a series of ideation 
and development engagements (e.g., 
workshops) to collectively work on potential 
ideas to foster mutual inclusion.  

These engagements enable lived experts and 
community members to contribute to custom 
place-based solutions (e.g. design and 
architectural recommendations for built form, 
new programs and event offerings) that 
benefit them, while creating opportunities for 
enhanced interactions.

Whether they take place virtually or in-person, 
workshops can be a fun and creative way to 
bring place-based actors into a room together 
to discuss opportunities for mutual inclusion. 
Through playful and imaginative ideation 
exercises, the group can collaborate and think 
outside-the-box around what they wish to see 
in the community. 

A useful way to frame the ideation and 
development activities is to build on the 
collective success criteria and insights 
generated from the “Contextualize” phase.

Brainstorming potential ideas 
and solutions

I D E A T I O N  &  D E V E L O P M E N T

“Going wide” with desirability
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P L A Y

ABOUT

These five potential pathways to mutual 
inclusion are starting points to help generate 
ideas that range from built-form features to 
programs, services, and experiences. They 
include different considerations around the 
“shape” your solution(s) might take. 

What are mutual inclusion 
opportunities through 

socialization and play?

Furniture, equipment, and other features within 
the space (e.g., kitchen, accessible furniture, 
technology)

Services, events, and  programs that take place in 
the space (e.g., art classes, exhibitions, children’s 
programming, health services)

Housing models with different resident mixes that 
could include people with and without disabilities 
(e.g., co-op, mixed building, HomeShare)

C O N S I D E R :

A location where people with developmental 
disabilities and/or medical complexities can live 
in proximity to family, friends, employment, and 
other places of importance

Mixed-use housing for people with developmental 
disabilities and/or medical complexities that 
includes services and amenities for residents while 
inviting the broader community in

L I V E

What are mutual inclusion 
opportunities through 

innovative forms of housing 
and living arrangements?

Physical spaces that are accessible to residents 
and community members (e.g., sitting areas, café, 
classroom, multi-purpose space)

C O N S I D E R :
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Pathways to Mutual Inclusion

USE

These ”pathways to mutual inclusion” cards can 
be printed and shared in ideation and 
development workshops. They can be given to 
break out groups of 4-5 people to help prompt 
and generate a diversity of ideas for mutual 
inclusion. 

S T E P  2 :  C O - D E S I G N



A service or social enterprise (e.g., a market, 
restaurant, café,) that feeds the community, 
while creating jobs and revenue.

Educational programs that will teach food-related 
skills (e.g., cooking, gardening, food service) to 
residents and community members

Social media platform or tool where people can 
connect and share their interests with each other 

C O N S I D E R :

Physical space(s) where residents and 
community members can gather around skill-
sharing

A program of events and experiences that residents 
and community members can partake in (e.g., a 
skill-sharing fair, workshop)

A garden or community farm that is accessible and 
inviting to residents and community members

C O N S I D E R :

A program of cultural events where the diverse 
cultural traditions of the community are celebrated

C O N S I D E R :

Engagement with local faith and cultural 
groups (e.g., churches, mosques)  and creating 
shared spaces for specific cultural uses (e.g., 
prayer room, healing garden)

Volunteering opportunities that allow the 
community and residents to connect on shared 
values (e.g., climate action, social equity) 

N O U R I S H

What are mutual inclusion 
opportunities through 

through growing, sharing, 
cooking, and eating food 

together? 

S H A R E

C E L E B R A T E

What are mutual inclusion 
opportunities through 

encouraging people to 
celebrate and express 

their culture and values?

What are mutual inclusion 
opportunities through skill- 

and passion-sharing 
between residents and 

others in their community? 
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Sample Prompt through Socialization and Play

What could this idea look like?

Prioritize 1-2 top ideas.

What more can you add to these ideas?

Add your collective ideas here.

How is this prioritized idea desirable?

What would make this prioritized idea feasible and viable? 

Group Ideation Canvas
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ABOUT

While the pathways to mutual inclusion tool 
invite participants to generate as many ideas as 
they can, the purpose of this group ideation 
canvas is to enable the synthesis and 
prioritization of people’s ideas. 

USE

Start this process by putting all the different ideas 
generated into one space. Next, the group will 
determine the top idea(s) that have the most 
potential for impact and fill out the rest of the 
canvas.

Check against success criteria.

What resources (people, money, time, etc.) are needed?

S T E P  2 :  C O - D E S I G N



P R O T O T Y P I N G  &  R O A D M A P

Prototyping and refining ideas

Let’s assume that a lot of ideas for mutual 
inclusion have been generated and then 
refined in the ideation and development 
phase. The phase of prototyping and roadmap 
helps the mutual inclusion team figure out 
how a proposed initiative could be realized 
through collaboration between the housing 
developer, residents, and neighbours.

The purpose of prototyping is to build out 
potential ideas so that you can understand 
how they might work, as well as ”test” them 
with others. It’s an opportunity to experiment 
and play with the different forms your ideas 
might take and the different parts within 
them. By the end of the prototyping process, 
the group should understand the strengths 
and weaknesses of proposed initiatives for 
mutual inclusion and what it would take to 
bring them to life.

When you are weighing different options to 
pursue, prototyping can help evaluate which 
ideas to move forward into implementation. 
The next step of generating a roadmap allows 
you to map the tangible next steps, 
milestones, key stakeholders, and resources 
required to bring the solution to life. 

Mutual Inclusion Field Guide  ●  32      

Lines of Inquiry

Key lines of inquiry in the prototyping and 
road-mapping workshops might include: 

• How do we simulate the prioritized ideas 
and solutions to better understand the 
potential blind-spots, risks, and 
opportunities? 

• Is this mutual inclusion solution viable? 
Who or what will be financially resourcing 
its development and ongoing 
sustainability? 

• Is this mutual inclusion solution feasible to 
implement? What are the roles, 
capabilities, and resources required? 

Narrowing down to what is  
feasible and viable

The phase of prototyping and roadmap is one 
of convergence - narrowing possibilities for 
mutual inclusion to what is feasible and viable 
for implementation.

Tools and methods

The following pages includes tools and 
approaches to support the prototyping and 
roadmap co-design phase: 

Solution prototyping canvas: A tool 
to flesh out the potential solution. 

Roles and contributions canvas: A 
tool to explore the roles and 
contributions of each stakeholder.

Roadmap canvas: A tool to generate 
tangible action items and milestones.

●  S T E P  2 :  C O - D E S I G N

Emphasize trust, collaboration, and 
reciprocity. Build trust between 
stakeholders by collaborating openly 
and looking at creating mutual 
benefits through new roles, assets, 
and contributions.

4

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K
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What are the potential barriers and risks that 
need to be considered?

What would support the success of this 
solution? Think from the lens of desirability, 
feasibility, and viability.

BARRIERS / RISKS

Who would need to be involved in implementing and sustaining this mutual inclusion initiative? 

OPPORTUNITIES / ENABLERS

Draw or describe the idea– try to bring it to life 
through telling a story about how this solution could 
foster an interaction between a resident and a 
community member.

WHAT DOES IT LOOK AND FEEL LIKE?
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ABOUT

A prototyping workshop can be hosted to to 
further build out prioritized ideas for mutual 
inclusion. For example, the participants might: 
• Create a physical “model” of the idea  (e.g., a 

floor plan)
• Draw or act out an interaction (e.g. a 

storyboard of a program or service)

USE

The canvas tool below is a simple tool that can 
be used in a workshop to help bring ideas to 
life. Alongside this canvas, arts and craft 
materials could also be provided to encourage 
more creative prototypes of solutions.

Solution Prototyping Canvas

COLLABORATORS
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Contributions, roles, and assets:

Neighbours

What are the 1-3  next steps that need to be taken in order to move this idea forward? 

Collective first steps:

Housing Provider

Residents 

Contributions, roles, and assets:

Contributions, roles, and assets:

ABOUT

The intent of mutual inclusion is that housing 
providers, neighbours, and residents all have a 
part to play in shaping positive social 
outcomes. Here, we explore what the potential 
contributions, roles and assets of each 
stakeholder could look like.

USE

Once concrete ideas for mutual inclusion have 
been prioritized and solidified, the canvas tool 
below can be used in discussions to help 
determine how the initiative for mutual 
inclusion could be realized through shared 
contributions, roles, and assets.

Roles and Contributions Canvas
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S h o r t - R u n  
( 1  t o  1 2  m o n t h s )

M e d i u m - R u n  
( 1 2  t o  1 8  m o n t h s )

L o n g - R u n  
( 1 8 +  m o n t h s )

Key Milestones

What are some key 
milestones towards 
implementing this 
initiative in the 
short-medium-long 
run?

Key Actors and 
Roles

Who needs to be 
involved and 
committed to bring 
this mutual inclusion 
solution to life and 
what do their 
responsibilities look 
like?

Resources 
Required

What resources 
(people, money, 
time, etc.) are 
required and how will 
they be obtained?

ABOUT

The process of creating a roadmap allows the 
team to list out the tangible action items and 
milestones required to implement the solution. 
It also invites stakeholders to commit to their 
contributions and roles. 

USE

The canvas below is a generic roadmap 
template that can be used in planning 
discussions for implementation. They include 
prompts around the key actors and roles and 
resources required to meet each milestone. 

Roadmap Canvas
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Step 3: Cultivate

From Field Guide to open field

This Field Guide provides a simplified 
version of some of the tools, methods, 
and approaches that can be used to bring 
people with lived experience, housing 
providers, real estate developers, 
community agencies, neighbourhood 
groups, and people with lived experience 
together to create new experiences and 
living arrangements that foster deeper 
connections. 

However, fostering mutual inclusion 
between people with developmental 
disabilities and medical complexities and 
their surrounding neighbourhoods and 
communities is not a linear process. 
The field work of mutual inclusion 
happens “in the wild”, in rich place-based 
contexts that are always shifting and 
changing. 

Be flexible and adaptable. Mutual 
inclusion applies to different models 
and scales of housing; initiatives may 
also evolve over time based on shifts 
in needs and behaviours (e.g., as 
people age).

8

P R I N C I P L E  A T  W O R K

This final phase involves working together 
to implement, evaluate, and iterate upon 
your mutual inclusion initiative. 

This step could involve launching a small-
scale pilot or fully implementing a new 
housing development, program, service, 
or community initiative. Throughout the 
implementation process, lessons learned 
should be documented, contributing to 
the community of practice on mutual 
inclusion.

Implementing and cultivating 
mutual inclusion 

Ongoing evaluation and 
adaptation

The final step is a reminder to remain 
flexible and adaptable to future 
opportunities to infuse mutual inclusion 
even after your project is completed.

Maintaining mutual inclusion requires 
ongoing work, monitoring results, and 
adapting your programs, services, or 
buildings based on shifts in needs, 
community, or social dynamics. 

It is helpful to refer to (and continue to 
update) the success criteria created in 
“Step 1: Contextualize” to reflect on 
whether the desired outcomes and 
qualitative indicators of mutual inclusion 
have been met from the perspectives 
from key stakeholder.

The reflection questions on the 
next page can be used to help with 
ongoing evaluation and cultivation 
of mutual inclusion.
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Reflection
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Continuous Learning
Contribute to knowledge creation 
around mutual inclusion by reflecting on 
what you learned and sharing your 
lessons with the housing and 
developmental services communities.

Use this guide as starting point. 
Conversations may flow beyond these 
questions, especially if undertaken in a 
group setting. This guide generally 
follows the “What; So, What; Now, What” 
format from Liberating Structures.

W H A T ?

S O ,  W H A T ?

N O W ,  W H A T ?

1. What happened? How would you 
describe the process we went 
through together? 

2. What did you notice and what 
observations stood out?

3. In what ways have we improved at 
this kind of work?

4. In what ways do you think we need 
to improve for next time?

5. What challenges did we encounter 
while we were working through 
infusing mutual inclusion in our 
work? 

6. How did we address those 
challenges? 

9. What story does this work tell about 
mutual inclusion in housing or about 
your community?

10. Why is this story important? 

11. What patterns or conclusions are 
emerging?

12. What were your goals for this 
initiative? Did your goals change as 
you worked on it? Did you meet your 
goals? 

13. What does this initiative reveal about 
your team or your organization or your 
community?

14. What next steps will you take?

15. How will this way of working impact 
future initiatives and work in your 
team or organization?

7. What mutual inclusion tools did you 
use while working on this initiative 
(especially those which are different 
than a typical development process)?

8. Which tools were especially helpful? 
Which ones would you use again? 
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